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Quebec-born dramatist, filmmaker and multimedia artist Robert Lepage (b. 1957) made
his cinematic debut with Le Confessionnal (1995), a film that explores questions of identity
and familial history alongside the political and social contexts of pre- and post-Quiet
Revolution Quebec. Set in Quebec City in 1989 and following the quest of Pierre
Lamontagne to reunite with his "adopted" brother Marc and help find Marc's real father,
the film flashes back to the era that Quebecers refer to as "la grande noirceur" (the great
darkness), an era of religious and political repression under ultra-conservative strong-man
and provincial premier Maurice Duplessis (1936-39, 1944-59). Interestingly, in Lepage's
film, Pierre Lamontagne's family history is narrativized around an episode from film his-
tory: Alfred Hitchcock's filming of the thriller I Confess in the environs of Quebec City's
Chteau Frontenac in 1952 and the text of Hitchcock's classic film (released in 1953),
which is interwoven through scene, image and motif into Lepage's. In the course of Pierre's
quest to solve the riddle of his family history, the wall of the family home－which Pierre
is in the process of renovating on his return after three years of study in China－becomes
a symbol of the stubborn persistence of the past, as the wall refuses to give up the traces of
family portraits to Pierre's paint. "The wall," says Canadian film scholar Christopher
Gittings, "like Quebec itself, is a palimpsestic text where the past intermingles with the pre-
sent, structuring our understanding of both" (Gittings 129). Similarly, Dundjerovic argues
that, the "past imposes itself on the present, literally coming out of the walls, whereby 1952
lives alongside 1989" (67). In this paper, I will briefly discuss historical contexts pertaining
to Lepage and to modern Quebec before turning to an exploration of the dual cinematic
spaces deployed in Lepage's film and the parodic original Hitchcock's I Confess: in particu-
lar, those of walls, fortifications, images of confinement, motifs of isolation and secrecy.
Finally, I will discuss the poetics of Lepage's filmmaking through image of the wall and the
screen and the bridge.
Born in Quebec City to French-Canadian working-class parents in 1957, Robert Lepage
is a director of stage and screen, a playwright, an actor and a designer who has earned a
reputation as an innovator in multi-media and theatrical performance. In the words of one
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critic, Lepage is "the alchemist of modern imagistic theatre" (O'Mahony). His family life
and upbringing were unconventional by Quebec standards. The family was bilingual and
both parents had spent a significant amount of time outside Quebec: Lepage's father had
served in the Royal Navy and his mother had lived in London during the Second World
War. Two English-speaking children were adopted during a time when Robert's parents be-
lieved they could not conceive. Later, Robert and a sister Lynda were born after the family
had relocated to Quebec City from Nova Scotia. With this bilingual upbringing, Lepage has
referred to his family as "a metaphor for Canada" (O'Mahony). Growing up he also suf-
fered illness and depression, and struggled with his sexual identity. Robert enrolled at age
17 in Conservatoire d'art dramatique de Qubec from 1975 to 1978. After returning from
Paris where he studied under Alain Knapp, Lepage joined Thtre Repre in 1980 in
Quebec City and directed his first successful production in 1984. La Trilogie des dragons
(The Dragon Trilogy, 1985) was Lepage's first work to garner international acclaim and was
followed by a number of multimedia stage productions that toured the world: Vinci (1986),
Polygraphe (1987-1990) and Tectonic Plates (1988-1990). In 1994, Lepage established Ex
Machina, a multidisciplinary production company, where he served as artistic director.
That same year, Lepage was elected Officer of the Order of Canada. Over the course of his
long and prolific career, Lepage has written and directed plays, operas, multimedia installa-
tions, rock concerts, including productions for Peter Gabriel and Cirque du Soleil, and acted
in more than a dozen films. He has directed five feature films since Le Confessional (1995),
including Le Polygraph (1996), Noh (1998), Possible Worlds (2000), The Far Side of the
Moon (2003) and Triptych (2013). His work has become known for its cosmopolitan,
transnational sensibility, featuring "border crossings, transnational identities, and spaces be-
yond and between geographical limits, cultural identity, and translation" (Koustas 2).
Indeed, Dundjerovic argues that all of Lepage's theatre pieces and films centre on "the con-
flict between a local (inner) and international (outer) perspective, by exposing Quebec's
local character to the world" (Dundjerovic 4). Such themes are apropos of Lepage's film
debut Le Confessionnal, where multiple layers of isolation, repression, and confinement de-
fine the urban landscape of Quebec City, with its colonial era walls and fortifications, as
well as a social and cultural milieu that has its roots in Quebec's history. Lepage's image-
making, as Gittings points out, evokes "Quebec as a semiotic field signifying the historical,
the colonial, the claustrophobic, the Catholic" (Gittings 133).
Quebec City, Lepage's place of birth and formative years, and the setting for Le
Confessionnal, was one of the earliest settlements of a vast French territorial empire in the
Americas in the 17th and 18th centuries. The city's rich history, its dominating religious in-
stitutions and physical infrastructure bear out Gittings' observations above. Established on
the site of Stadacona, originally an Iroquoian settlement that was later overrun by nomadic
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Algonkian peoples, Quebec began service as a trading post and settlement in 1608 under ex-
plorer Samuel de Champlain. Defences were constructed during the French colonial regime;
however, after the British conquest of New France in the Seven Years' War (1759-63),
Britain built additional fortifications, beginning in the 1790s. The ramparts that currently
stand were completed amidst rising tensions with the American republic before the War of
1812. A Citadel, which included defenses original constructed by the French, was completed
in 1831. Further hostilities anticipated after the American Civil War led to the construction
of three forts between 1856 and 1871. Under British Governor General Lord Dufferin, the
Citadel became a vice-regal residence in 1872. Dufferin also lobbied successfully against de-
struction of the old French walls while overseeing modifications of the Citadel and con-
struction of a road around the fortress. The Citadel was designated a national historic site
in 1946 while the entire Historic District of Quebec City was designated a UNESCO World
Heritage Site in 1985 (Kudelik and Desloges). This brief account of Quebec City's history,
its reigning institutions, and its spatial configurations suggests intersections and overlapping
of histories of conquest and colonization, not to mention to Lepage's insistence on a histori-
cal sense in the film, one in which "Quebec lives continuously with its past" (Le
Confessionnal Press Kit, 1995, qtd. in Gittings 127)
In accordance with this interest in the co-presence of the past and the present, Le
Confessionnal (translated as The Confessional in the English release) has two narrative time
frames, the film moving back and forth－literally, in the form of numerous tracking shots,
which I will discuss below－between the years 1989 and 1952. The 1989 sequences make up
the film's narrative present, in which the young artist Pierre Lamontagne has returned home
after three years of study in China in order to attend his father's funeral and take charge of
the family home, which he begins renovating. He also hopes to reunite with his adopted
brother Marc and help him find his real father. With its contemporary setting in 1989 the
film is also a political referent of post-Referendum Quebec, with its failed bid for national
independence in 1980 under the leadership of the RenLvesque and the Parti qubcois.
The other narrative line, which takes place in 1952, also has political overtones. It is the
year of re-election of the repressive provincial strong-man Maurice Duplessis, a year in
which we find Pierre's mother, Franoise, and father, Paul-mile, trying to conceive a child
－a version of compulsory heterosexuality called revanche des berceux (or "revenge of the
cradle") enforced by the Roman Catholic in Quebec as a means of French Canada's collec-
tive survival (la survivance) in post-colonial, Anglo-Protestant Canada. In other words,
Franoise's compulsion to bear a child represents a religious and national duty as well as a
familial one in conservative Catholic Quebec of these years. Meanwhile, Rachel, Franoise's
16 year old sister, is pregnant by Paul-mile. Her son Marc is adopted by the Lamontagne
family to cover the secret of his parentage. She confesses her predicament as well as the
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name of the father to the young father Massicotte, who will eventually leave the church and
become a high-ranking diplomatic helping to further Quebec's role on the international
stage. Nineteen fifty-two is also the year in which Alfred Hitchcock shoots I Confess (re-
leased in 1953) in Quebec City, a noire thriller that uncannily reflects this conservative and
repressive era in Quebec's history.
Indeed, as the narrator and protagonist Pierre Lamontagne tells us at the beginning of the
film, three things were important in Quebec in the year 1952: the arrival of television in
Quebecers' living rooms, the re-election of Maurice Duplessis as premier of the province,
and the appearance of Alfred Hitchcock's production crew in the city for the filming of a
new movie. These three events encapsulate the coming conflict of forces in modern Quebec:
Duplessis represents the persistence of the old order, an ultra-right wing leader and his con-
servative reactionary religious supporters in the Catholic church against the North
American forces of modernity and secularization. The archdiocese will impose changes on
Hitchcock's script－a dissatisfied, angry Hitchcock will storm out of the theatre premier,
chased by his assistant. Nonetheless, Hitchcock's film－as Lepage suggests through his
cinematic quotation and parody－with its uncanny image of a conservative repressive
Catholic Quebec, represents a rupture in its traditional religious and social order.
The interplay between Lepage's family drama-quest film Le Confessionnal and Hitch-
cock's thriller I Confess is complex: it is both cinematic and thematic in nature, with both
modernist postmodernist aesthetics informing the fusion (Totaro). Dundjerovic argues that
"Lepage's use of I Confess and Hitchcock himself is multi-referential: he sets his work
against a totality of ideological contexts that Hitchcock evokes as a cultural icon and a
popular symbol" (Dundjerovic, 2003, 56). The film includes interpolated scenes directly
from Hitchcock's suspense thriller, to which Lepage's film pays homage, parodying and
echoing the original as well as lending evocative force to his own story. At times, this inter-
play takes place on the level of auteur Lepage and his manipulation of / homage to Hitch-
cock's works and cinematic language. Hitchcock's iconic shower scene from Psycho, for
example, in which Janet Leigh is murdered with a knife, is re-presented and re-
contextualized. The blood swirling into the bathtub drain ending the scene in Hitchcock's
film is worked into the visual repertoire of Lepage's film. (Lead actor Lothaire Bluteau also
bears an uncanny resemblance to Tony Perkins of Psycho.) We see blood swirling in a drain
－blood we have already witnessed in an earlier bathtub scene where Franoise miscarries
－which, as the camera pulls back, turns out to be the red paint which Pierre is cleaning
from the brushes in his painting of the wall of the family living room. Such visual gestures
refer to Hitchcock's work at the same time as they re-contextualize them within the film's
frame; but they are not mere tricks or shallow parodic acts. They are image resources that
enrich Lepage's visual presentation. Indeed, the above cited drain sequence refers back to a
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previous scene in 1952, with Rachel's lingering touch over her father-in-law's razor in the
medicine chest over the bathroom sink, suggesting as it does, both her constant thoughts of
suicide and the Marc's bathtub suicide in Japan near the end of the film after learning from
Massicotte of his origins.
Homage to Hitchcock is also paid in a doubled opening sequence: Lepage's opening incor-
porates Hitchcock's opening shots of I Confess. The Hitchcockian atmosphere of gloom, se-
crecy and confinement evoked in the gothic skyline of Quebec City, dominated by the cas-
tle-like Chteau Frontenac, becomes in Lepage's homage a grand metaphor for Quebec's
own historical darkness. As Pierre's voice-over tells us, the premiere of the Hitchock film
at a movie theatre in Quebec City is attended by Hitchcock himself and the city's elite. His
mother is also there with two family members, and Pierre, too, is in her womb. We see a tab-
leaux of the audience in the theatre lobby moving into the theatre, Hitchcock leading the as-
sembly. In such a gesture, Le Confessionnal not only enacts a parodic doubled opening; it
also serves the film's theme and evocative imagery, as the Quebec public is pictured here as
unwitting spectators of an uncanny representation of their own historical reality, their own
lived reality transformed by Hollywood magic into a modern suspense film－a black and
white noire melodrama. Later, a shot from behind the theatre audience shows the film's title
sequence projected on the screen before the assembled audience－a scene that can be con-
strued as a literal screening of an unrecognized trauma: A French-Canadian collectivity
gathered in the modern cathedral of the movie theatre to witness its own repressions pro-
jected in front of them. Contemporary Quebec audiences of of 1995, the year of the film's
release would, I suggest, construe Hitchcock's image as a correlate of Duplessis-era Quebec
with their historical sense of "the great darkness" and the repression of the church. This re-
presentation and manipulation of Hitchcock's film language and images intensifies Lepage's
story-telling: Hitchcock himself and I Confess become a vehicle for exploring both the fa-
milial and social traumas of a repressive period in Quebec's history. In that sense,
Hitchcock's noire flourishes (the opening sequence, in particular) resonate with the histori-
cal trauma of the "the great darkness" as it is felt and understood in the post-Quiet revolu-
tion Qubcois national imaginary. Lepage has spoken of the personal, familial and civic
dimensions of the film's appeal to him as well as its impact on Quebec City in the 1950s
("Robert Lepage on Le Confessionnal."). That scriptwriter George Tabori intended I
Confess as an allegory of McCarthyite terror accounts for the resonance of the film with the
repressive era in Quebec society that Lepage wishes to explore－marked as it was by repres-
sive policies against unions, women and immigrants, an entente with the Catholic church
and collusion with English-Canadian and American capital that kept Quebeckers largely
without a voice. Another interesting dimension is that Tabori's script originally called for
its protagonist Father Logan, played by Montgomery Clift, to have fathered a child out of
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wedlock with Ruth Grandfort, played by Anne Baxter. That and Clift's execution at the end
of the film were deemed too controversial by the church (Mogg). These aspects bear out
Dundjerovic's claim cited above that Lepage's film works in relation to "a totality of ideo-
logical contexts that Hitchcock evokes as a cultural icon and a popular symbol" (Dundje-
rovic, 2003, 56).
In both films, the confessional, the act of confession to a young priest and the seal of the
confessional are central motifs and plot devices, which bring in their train very similar con-
sequences for both sets of participants. In Hitchcock's film, the young Father Michael
Logan, played by Montgomery Clift, hears the confession of murderer Otto Keller, a
German refugee in the employ of the church. In Le Confessionnal, Father Raymond
Massicotte hears the confession of the 16 year-old Rachel, who is unwed and pregnant with
her brother-in-law's child. In both cases, because of the seal of the confession, the secrets
cannot be divulged and, as events unfold, guilt falls on the young priests. Logan in I Confess
will likely leave the church; cleared of the murder charge, he is nonetheless condemned in
the court of public opinion as parishioners believe he has had an affair with Ruth Grand-
forte (Anne Baxter). Massicotte, though defrocked, has fared better. A gay man, he has left
the church to become a high-ranking Quebec diplomat, engaged in raising Quebec's interna-
tional profile, and in the course of the film meeting a Japanese delegation and later traveling
to Japan.
Lepage does more than pay visual homage to Hitchcock's classic film through quotation
and parody, however. Lepage works the story of the film's genesis and production into the
fabric of his own film, suggesting the collision of modernity, in the form of the Hollywood
production crew and their filming in the city, and the insular conservative order of the
church. We see Hitchcock's assistant, played by Kristin Scott Thomas, conferring with the
archbishop to pitch the film and secure the use of the "picturesque" cathedral; we see a meet-
ing of the archdiocese approving Hitchcock's script changes; we see local mothers bringing
their children to audition for the film; we see the actual shooting of the film inside the
church intercut with the corresponding scene from I Confess; and as already mentioned, we
see the Quebec audience on the film's premier constituted as unwitting spectators of the his-
torical national trauma of the Duplessis years. However, Lepage's film is not a celebration
of modernity or secular society, nor is it a celebration of film or television media to liberate
－although both constitute important means by which isolation and repression are over-
come. The film, as film historian Jim Leach points out, reveals a certain level of ambiva-
lence regarding modern media to transform a backward, conservative Quebec (Leach 202).
Common to both I Confess and Le Confessionnal is the use of walls, fortresses, spaces of
confinement and isolation as part of their visual languages, which are also connected to
broader social, historical and geopolitical notions of Quebec's rigid conservatism and
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isolation from Canada and the rest of the world. In addition to Quebec City's walls and for-
tifications, the Chteau Frontenac, an iconic structure on the Quebec City skyline, also
serves the atmosphere of both films with its narrow labyrinthine corridors. It was con-
structed in 1893 by American architect Bruce Price and named after the governor of the
colony who began construction of the fortifications at the end of the 17th century
(Sabourin). The hotel's narrow, labyrinthine hallways combined with the darkened narrow
streets of the city are features common to both Hitchcock's film and Lepage's, adding to the
atmosphere of secrecy and claustrophobia associated with the space of the confessional.
Here, I will pick out the images associated with the confessional and the wall of the
Lamontagne family home to discuss ways in which walls signify in Lepage's film. The con-
fessional space is notable for the separation of the priest who hears the confessor and the
penitent who confesses, communicating through the grilled portal. Lepage's film references
this space (and the institution) in its title, and the act of confessing is depicted in the film:
Franoise, who seeks counsel with a priest because of her failure to conceive a child; and
Rachel, who is pregnant with a child by her bother in law Paul-mile. That both confessors
are women suggests the moral weight that the church places on women as pillars of the fam-
ily and the nation. However, in Lepage's film this religious institution is refigured in multi-
ple forms in the modern urban environment of post-referendum Quebec of 1989: the gay
bath house where Pierre searches for his brother Marc (Rachel's illegitimate son) and the
so-called "confessional no. 2," a space at a motel / nightclub where Marc's girlfriend, an ex-
otic dancer named Manon, with whom he has fathered a child, dances for individual pa-
trons. It should be noted that a confined, confession-like space also figures in the 1952
timeline when during director Hitchcock's departure, Paul-mile tries to offer the director
an idea for a film, one which betrays his family secret. Nevertheless, the contemporary
spaces of a reconstituted confessional are what priest turned diplomat Massicotte condemns
Quebec's contemporary hedonism. While the gay bathhouse is suggestive of a repressed
space in an otherwise liberal social order, the homosocial community glimpsed from above
in this scene through ceiling grates that resemble those of the confessional does not present
us with an image of sexuality but rather of male communion. By contrast, "confessional no.
2" represents the individualized commodification of women's bodies that constitutes modern
capitalism. In this and other respects, Le Confessionnal has been recognized as an exemplary
text in "queer cinema" (Melnyk; Dundjerovic, 2003, 63), one that contests both the Catholic
church's compulsory heterosexuality but also the sexual norms imposed by classic
Hollywood's dream machine.
As commentators on the film have noted, the wall of the Lamontagne family home rep-
resents the haunting of the present by the past. Gittings, as cited above, argues that the
"wall, like Quebec itself, is a palimpsestic text where the past intermingles with the present,
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structuring our understanding of both" (Gittings 129). Pierre is in the process of putting his
father's estate in order, including renovating the home. He paints the wall of the living
room-dining room where the family pictures once hung, only to find that the impressions
left by the frames persist despite multiple coats of paint. At first, this seems a riddle of
choosing the most effective combination of colors. However, the succession of colours ac-
cords with the meanings of Catholic liturgical year (red: the Passion of Christ, blood,
matyrdom, God's love and matyrdom) while the blue coat of is suggestive of the season of
Advent in the liturgical year (sometimes represented as violet), with its reflective focus on
past and future and the coming of Christ. Importantly, the blue coat coincides with the
film's ordination of three narrative lines: the filming of the confession scene in I Confess,
Marc's suicide in Japan and that of his mother Rachel who jumps from the bridge.
Yet the image of the wall is also suggestive of the very technology that enables the simul-
taneity of past and present. The refurbished living room resembles the movie theatre itself
while the blue wall suggests the cinema technology of blue screen chroma key compositing.
Indeed, Lepage's cinematography plays an important role in the film's aesthetic and mean-
ing. As critics have pointed out, Lepage often relies on the tracking shot－ the sideways
tracking or crab shot － to shift scenes back and forth between past and present (See
Dundjerovic, 2003, 62). This informs a broader aesthetic of the film, and Lepage's direc-
torial commentary on Quebec "continuously living with its past" (qtd. in Gittings 127) or
of Quebec's provincial motto "Je me souviens," "I remember." Early in the film at the funeral
of Pierre's father, this tracking technique is seen to brilliant effect as the camera moves
backwards along the aisle, passing the church pews beginning the row marked number 89
and continuing backwards to number 53, at which point the camera frames image the con-
fessional and where the film title appears. While the scene opens with Pierre and cousin
Andre as the only two in attendance at the father's funeral, the backwards-tracking camera
reveals the pews filling with parishioners in costumes of the times to represent the passage
into a past－from 1989 to 1953－in which the church commanded Quebecs' faith and, of
course, to the decade of the 50s in which the story is set (Totaro). Shortly after, Paul-mile
is seen shaving while Frances bathes in the tub. When the bathwater turns red with the
blood of her miscarriage, the camera pans through the wall to the hallway of the house in
1989 as Pierre moves about in his work on the house (Totaro). This technique contributes
to the overall cinematic postmodern aesthetic of the film, with its focus on the simultaneity
of past and present, the play with signs and symbols across historical time and between
works.
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Conclusion
The Duplessis era－la grande noirceur－was in many ways the apex of modern colonial
oppression in Quebec, in which strong-man Maurice Duplessis held the conservative
Catholic church in alliance with foreign capital against forces of social progress, reform and
liberalization. The arrival of filmmaker Alfred Hitchcock in 1952 to make I Confess was an
important event in Quebec's confrontation with modernity. Ironically, it was an old
European-style city and an atmosphere of oppression that Hitchcock, himself a Catholic,
was seeking for his film. Nonetheless, along with the recently arrived medium of television
in Quebec, it represented one of the main ideological vehicles of liberal secular American
society that would reshape Quebec in the following decade. For these as well as personal
reasons on the part of Lepage, I Confess becomes an apt resource in his treatment of family
and society in Quebec in the 1950s. Techniques of postmodern parody and quotation are
made by Lepage to Hitchcock's work in general and to the 1953 thriller in particular－
Hitchcock's film serving an expressive function that is "multi-referential" (Dundjerovic,
2003, 56).
Yet if the iconography of walls and confined spaces evokes secrecy and repression in both
films, Lepage's expressive filmmaking style suggests ways in which these repressions might
be overcome, if also with a feeling of ambivalence and foreboding. As film critic Donato
Totaro has pointed out "the bridge [is] the film's over-riding symbol of the co-existence of
the past / present" (Totaro). To this understanding, I would add that the bridge is also a
concrete figure of the cinematographic tracking shot with its lateral movement from scene
to scene, between past and present / present and past. In the film's final sequence, this track-
ing shot is used to render the crossing of a bridge that is also the beginning of a perilous
journey into the future. Pierre, having adopted Marc's son and secured money from
Massicotte for his care (including medical treatment for his congenital diabetes), leads the
boy home. The sequence begins with an aerial night shot of Quebec with the Chteau
Frontenac at its centre, very blue in its tint along with Pierre's voice-over repeating the
film's opening message: "In the city where I was born, the past carries the present like a
child on its shoulders." The scene cuts to the bridge, the bridge from which Rachel jumped
to her death in 1952. Pierre and Marc's son are seen from behind as they approach the
bridge. A sign declares the bridge forbidden to cross, but Pierre will lead the boy toward it,
and then in a startling move perform a tight-rope-like walk on the bridge's railing with the
boy in his arms. The camera angle shifts to their right and tracks them as they cross, Pierre
walking the railing as the boy's laughter can be heard. After a few seconds of tracking, the
camera moves ahead of them as the music swells into an ominous drone and the frame of
the shot is consumed by the monstrous network of girders that constitute the bridge's
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middle section. In this scene the bridge represents the passage into the future, one that is un-
certain and marked by peril. In such a way, Lepage suggests a fraught and uncertain path
into the future, not only for its protagonist and his adopted son but also for Quebec.
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